Student Life at Oxford by M,  Virgil
Masthead Logo The Palimpsest
Volume 35 | Number 10 Article 2
10-1-1954
Student Life at Oxford
Virgil M
Follow this and additional works at: https://ir.uiowa.edu/palimpsest
Part of the United States History Commons
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the State Historical Society of Iowa at Iowa Research Online. It has been accepted for
inclusion in The Palimpsest by an authorized administrator of Iowa Research Online. For more information, please contact lib-ir@uiowa.edu.
Recommended Citation
M, V. "Student Life at Oxford." The Palimpsest 35 (1954), 405-416.
Available at: https://ir.uiowa.edu/palimpsest/vol35/iss10/2
The palimpsest
E dited by W illiam  J. P etersen
V ol. XXXV Issued in O ctober 1954 No. 10
Copyright 1954 by The State Historical Society of Iowa
Student Life at Oxford
[This is a portion of a paper read by Virgil M. Hancher before 
the Legal Club of Chicago, December 16, 1929. It was printed in the 
American Bar Association Journal of August, 1930. — T he E ditor]
O x f o r d  is a  c ity  o f s ix ty  th o u s a n d  in h a b ita n ts  
lo c a te d  o n  th e  b a n k s  o f th e  C h e rw e ll a n d  th e  Is is  
( th e  u p p e r  T h a m e s )  s ix ty - th re e  m iles fro m  L o n ­
d o n  in  a  g e n e ra lly  w e s te r ly  a n d  s l ig h tly  n o r th e r ly  
d ire c tio n . I t  is s u r ro u n d e d  b y  a  n a tu ra l  a m p h i­
th e a te r  o f g e n tle  h ills  w h ic h  c o n tr ib u te , a lo n g  
w ith  s lu g g ish  s tre a m s , flo o d ed  m e a d o w s , a n d  
o v e rc a s t  sk ies, to  p ro v id e  it w ith  a  d a m p  a n d  
so m b er c lim a te  from  O c to b e r  to  M a y  o f e a c h  y e a r .
T h e  o rig in  o f th e  to w n  is lo s t in  th e  a n tiq u itie s  
o f A n g lo -S a x o n  tim es. E v e n  th e  o rig in  o f th e  
U n iv e rs i ty  is s h ro u d e d  in u n c e r ta in ty . I t  a p p e a r s  
th a t  th e  firs t g a th e r in g  o f m a s te rs  a n d  sc h o la rs , 
n o t  a t ta c h e d  to  m o n as tic  e s ta b lish m e n ts , to o k  
p la c e  in th e  tw e lf th  c e n tu ry  a n d  th a t  b y  th e  b e ­
g in n in g  o f th e  th ir te e n th , O x f o r d  ra n k e d  w ith  th e  
firs t u n iv e rs itie s  o f E u ro p e  a n d  h a d  a s  m a n y  a s  
th re e  th o u s a n d  s tu d e n ts  in  a t te n d a n c e .
N o t  u n til th e  e s ta b lish m e n t o f th e  firs t c o lle g ia te
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fo u n d a tio n s , M e r to n ,  B a llio l, a n d  U n iv e rs i ty , in 
th e  la t te r  h a lf  o f  th e  th ir te e n th  c e n tu ry , d o e s  th e  
a u th e n t ic  h is to ry  o f th e  U n iv e r s i ty  b eg in . O f  th e  
tw e n ty  c o lle g e s  in  th e  U n iv e rs i ty ,  th re e  w e re  e s ­
ta b l is h e d  b e tw e e n  th e  y e a r s  1260  a n d  1285. F iv e  
w e re  e s ta b l is h e d  in th e  fo u r te e n th  c e n tu ry  a n d  
e ig h t in th e  f if te e n th . H a l f  o f th e  c o lle g e s  w e re  
e s ta b l is h e d  b e fo re  1516 a n d  all b u t  fo u r  w e re  e s ­
ta b l is h e d  b e fo re  1600. T h u s  b o th  th e  a p p e a ra n c e  
a n d  t r a d i t io n s  o f  th e  p la c e  ju s t i fy  it in  b e in g  ca lled  
“ th e  la s t  e n c h a n tm e n t o f th e  M id d le  A g e s .”
T h e  c o lle g ia te  fo u n d a tio n  is th e  m o s t d is tin c tiv e  
p h y s ic a l f e a tu re  o f O x f o r d .  T h e  c a su a l v is ito r, 
u n fa m ilia r  w ith  th e  O x f o r d  sy s te m , sees  o n ly  a 
n u m b e r  o f  su c h  fo u n d a tio n s  s c a t te re d  a t  i r r e g u la r  
in te rv a ls  th ro u g h  th e  to w n . E v e n tu a l ly  h e  is 
p ro m p te d  to  in q u ire :  W h e r e  is th e  U n iv e rs ity ?  
T h e n  h e  le a rn s  th a t  th e  U n iv e rs i ty ,  a s  a  p h y s ic a l 
in s ti tu tio n  is p ra c t ic a l ly  n o n e x is te n t . It h a s  no  
c a m p u s . I ts  b u i ld in g s — th e  E x a m in a tio n  S ch o o ls , 
th e  B o d le ia n  L ib ra ry , th e  A sh m o le a n  M u se u m , 
th e  la b o ra to r ie s  —  a re  few . T h e  U n iv e rs i ty  is 
re a l ly  a n  in ta n g ib le  a ffa ir , a  g o v e rn in g  b o d y , a  
lo o se  c o n fe d e ra t io n  o f c o lle g e s  e s ta b lish in g  ru le s  
fo r  th e  g o v e rn m e n t o f th e  U n iv e r s i ty  co m m u n ity  
a n d  g iv in g  d ire c tio n  a n d  u n ifo rm ity  to  th e  in s tru c ­
tio n  p ro v id e d  in th e  “ S c h o o ls .” T h e s e  S ch o o ls , 
su c h  a s  th e  S ch o o l o f J u r is p ru d e n c e , th e  S ch o o l of 
M o d e rn  H is to ry , th e  S ch o o l o f M o d e rn  L a n ­
g u a g e s , a n d  th e  S ch o o l o f T h e o lo g y , p ro v id e  th e
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n e a re s t  O x f o r d  e q u iv a le n t fo r  o u r  C o lle g e s  o f 
L aw , o f  A r ts  a n d  S c ien ces , o f M e d ic in e , a n d  o f 
C o m m erce , b u t  th e y  a re  b y  n o  m e a n s  id e n tic a l.
T h e  O x f o r d  co lleg e , on  th e  o th e r  h a n d , b e a rs  
n o  re se m b la n c e  to  th e  A m e ric a n  co lleg e . I t  is in 
n o  se n se  a n  e d u c a tio n a l su b d iv is io n  o f th e  U n i ­
v e rs ity . W i t h  its  o w n  b u ild in g s  a n d  g ro u n d s , its  
o w n  a d m in is tra t iv e  o rg a n iz a tio n , its  o w n  fe llo w s  
a n d  sc h o la rs  a n d  co m m o n ers , in te re s te d  p e rh a p s  
in  e v e ry  b ra n c h  o f h u m a n  le a rn in g , it c o n s ti tu te s  
a  s e p a ra te , s e m i-a u to n o m o u s  co m m u n ity . I ts  
q u a d ra n g u la r  b u ild in g s  o f g ra y  s to n e  a re  u s u a lly  
b u ilt  in som e v a r ia tio n  o f th e  G o th ic  s ty le . T h e s e  
co lleg e  b u ild in g s  c o n ta in  a  c h a p e l, a  l ib ra ry , a  
M a s te r ’s lo d g e , a  S e n io r  a n d  a  Ju n io r  C o m m o n  
R oom , a  fe w  sm all le c tu re  ro o m s, a  g re a t  d in in g  
h a ll, a  k itc h e n , a  b u tte ry , a n d  n o t  le a s t  —  in th e  
o p in io n  o f m a n y  —  a  ce lla r , w h e re  th e  c o lle g e ’s 
fa v o rite  v in ta g e s  a n d  b re w s  a re  k e p t. B y  fa r  th e  
g re a te r  p a r t  o f th e  co lleg e  b u ild in g s  is g iv en  o v e r  
to  u n d e rg ra d u a te  liv ing  q u a r te rs .
B a r re d  w in d o w s  a n d  h ig h  w a lls , th e  la t te r  s u r ­
m o u n te d  w ith  iro n  sp ik e s  o r  b ro k e n  g la s s  s e t in 
cem en t, p ro te c t  th e  co lleg e  e n c lo su re , re c a llin g  
th e  d a y s  w h e n  it w a s  less  im p o r ta n t to  k eep  u n d e r ­
g ra d u a te s  in  th a n  it w a s  to  k eep  th ie v e s  a n d  m a ­
r a u d e r s  o u t. U s u a lly  th e re  is a  g a rd e n  w ith in  
th e  w a lle d  e n c lo su re . F re q u e n t ly  it is la n d s c a p e d  
a n d  a lw a y s  it is se t w ith  flow ers a n d  sh ru b b e ry . 





h a s  a  p la y in g  g ro u n d  fo r  its  v a r io u s  te am s, a n d  it 
k e e p s  a  b a rg e  on  th e  r iv e r  fo r  its  c re w s , s in c e  ro w ­
in g  is th e  p r in c ip a l s p o r t .
In  th e  c o n g e s tio n  im m e d ia te ly  fo llo w in g  W o r ld  
W a r  I, th e  u n d e r g r a d u a te  w a s  fo r tu n a te  w h o  o b ­
ta in e d  a  s e p a r a te  liv in g  ro o m  a n d  b e d ro o m  fo r 
h im se lf  in  co lle g e . M o r e  o f te n  tw o  m en  w e re  a l ­
lo w e d  th re e  ro o m s, e a c h  h a v in g  a  b e d ro o m  a n d  
s h a r in g  a  co m m o n  liv in g  ro o m . N o t  in f re q u e n tly  
th e  c o lle g e  w o u ld  b e  fu ll a n d  it w o u ld  b e  n e c e s s a ry  
to  ta k e  lo d g in g s  in th e  to w n .
T h e  u n d e r g r a d u a te  s liv in g  ro o m  se rv e s  a s  liv ­
in g  ro o m , d in in g  ro o m , a n d  s tu d y . B re a k fa s t ,  
lu n c h , a n d  te a  a r e  s e rv e d  th e re  a t  h is  o rd e r  b y  th e  
‘s c o u t” o r  c o lle g e  s e rv a n t ,  a n d  e v e ry  item  re ­
c e iv e d  fro m  th e  k itc h e n , ev en  to  a  p iece  o f b u tte r , 
is s e p a ra te ly  c h a rg e d  on  h is “ b a t te l s ” o r a c c o u n t. 
T h e  u n d e r g r a d u a te  su p p lie s  h is  o w n  linens, 
d ish e s , a n d  s ilv e r. C e n tra l  h e a tin g  is u n k n o w n , 
a n d  th e  liv in g  ro o m  fire p la c e  p ro v id e s  th e  o n ly  
h e a t. B a th s  a n d  to ile ts  a r e  o f te n  in c o n v e n ie n tly  
d is ta n t ,  w h ile  b e d ro o m s  a re  fu rn is h e d  w ith  p itc h e r  
a n d  b o w l a n d  o th e r  a s s o r te d  p ieces  o f c ro c k e ry  
w h ic h  th e  m o d e rn  g e n e ra tio n  o f A m e ric a n s  h as  
e i th e r  n e v e r  se e n  o r  h a s  lo n g  s in ce  fo rg o tte n .
I t  m a y  b e  h e lp fu l to  a n  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f th e  
O x f o r d  m o d e  o f life  to  d e s c r ib e  a n  u n d e rg ra d u ­
a t e ’s ty p ic a l d a y . H e  is a w a k e n e d  b e tw e e n  seven  
a n d  s e v e n - th ir ty  b y  th e  sco u t. H e  b a th e s  a n d  
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fo r  th e  d a y . H is  c lo th e s  m a y  n o t  b e  p re s s e d , a n d  
it is  b e t te r  fo rm  n o t  to  h a v e  th em  p re s s e d  to o  
n e a tly , b u t  h is  sh o e s  a r e  a lw a y s  sh in e d . A t  e ig h t 
o ’c lo ck  o n  th re e  d a y s  a  w e e k  h e  a t te n d s  th e  c o l­
le g e  c h a p e l, o r, if h e  h a s  b e e n  e x c u s e d  fro m  c h a p e l, 
h e  s ig n s  th e  c o lle g e  re g is te r . A b o u t  e ig h t- th i r ty  
b r e a k f a s t  is  s e rv e d . T h is  is u s u a lly  a  la rg e  a n d  
le isu re ly  m ea l a n d  th e re  is m u ch  e n te r ta in in g . 
A f te r w a r d s  th e re  is th e  d a ily  p a p e r  o r  s tu d y  u n til 
le c tu re s  b e g in .
M o s t  le c tu re s  a r e  g iv en  b e tw e e n  te n  a n d  one , 
th o u g h  in  r a r e  in s ta n c e s  th e y  b e g in  a t  n in e . A  
v a c a n t  h o u r  m a y  g iv e  a n  o p p o r tu n i ty  fo r  m o rn in g  
coffee  a t  e lev en . L e c tu re s  a re  o p tio n a l, b u t  th e  
a t te n d a n c e  is s u rp r is in g ly  la rg e . H o w e v e r , p o o r  
le c tu re rs  g e t s h o r t  s h r if t  a n d  u s u a lly  see  th e ir  a u ­
d ie n c e s  c o m p le te ly  d is a p p e a r  b y  th e  th ird  d a y .
F ro m  o n e  to  tw o  lu n c h  is se rv e d . T h is  is a  l ig h t 
m ea l s in ce  it is to  b e  fo llo w e d  b y  g a m e s  fro m  tw o  
to  fo u r. B e c a u se  o f th e  d a m p , e n e rv a tin g  c lim a te , 
m o s t u n d e rg ra d u a te s  p a r t ic ip a te  in  so m e fo rm  o f 
e x e rc ise  e v e ry  d a y . A t  fo u r  th e re  is a  b a th  a n d  th e  
b u s in e s s  o f d re s s in g  a g a in , a n d  a t  fo u r - th ir ty  
co m es te a . L ike  b r e a k f a s t  th is  p ro v id e s  a  soc ia l 
h o u r, a n d  te a  is se ld o m  ta k e n  a lo n e . A f te r  a  lig h t 
lu n c h  a n d  s tre n u o u s  ex e rc ise , te a  is n e e d e d , fo r  
d in n e r  is still m o re  th a n  tw o  h o u rs  a w a y .
T e a  o v e r, th e  tim e u n til th e  d in n e r  h o u r  m a y  b e  
s p e n t e ith e r  in c o n v e rsa tio n , b r id g e , o r  s tu d y . A t  
sev en  o ’c lock  com es d in n e r  in th e  G re a t  H a ll . A s
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th e  d in n e r  g o n g  is s o u n d e d , th e  u n d e r g r a d u a te s  
in  a c a d e m ic a l g o w n s  a s se m b le  o u ts id e  th e  hall 
d o o r . W i t h  a lm o s t c lo c k lik e  p re c is io n  th e  P ro v o s t  
a n d  th e  fe llo w s , a lso  in th e ir  a c a d e m ic a l g o w n s , 
a p p e a r  fro m  th e  S e n io r  C o m m o n  R o o m  a n d  m a rc h  
in to  th e  h a ll to  th e  h ig h  ta b le  a t  th e  f a r th e r  en d . 
T h e y  a r e  fo llo w e d  b y  th e  u n d e rg ra d u a te s ,  w h o  
m o v e  to  th e  re s p e c tiv e  ta b le s  to  w h ic h  th e y  h a v e  
b e e n  a s s ig n e d  a n d  re m a in  s ta n d in g  w h ile  a  L a tin  
p r a y e r  is r e a d  b y  o n e  o f th e  s c h o la rs  o f  th e  co lleg e . 
Im m e d ia te ly  a f te r ,  a ll a r e  s e a te d  a n d  d in n e r  is 
s e rv e d .
T h e  E n g lis h m a n  a t ta c k s  h is fo o d  w ith  a  g re a t  
g u s to  a n d  a c c o rd in g ly  d in n e r  is c u s to m a rily  a  
s h o r t  fe a s t . A f te r  d in n e r  th e re  m a y  be  co ffee  o r 
l iq u e u rs  in  so m e o n e ’s ro o m , fo llo w e d  b y  c o n v e r ­
s a tio n  o r  b r id g e  o r  p e rh a p s  s tu d y .
A t  n in e -f iv e  th e  bell in  T o m  T o w e r  a t  C h r is t  
C h u rc h  s o u n d s  o n e  h u n d re d  a n d  o n e  s tro k e s  a n d  
th e  g a te  o f  th e  c o lle g e  is c lo sed . N o  u n d e r g r a d u ­
a te  m e m b e r o f th e  c o lle g e  is p e rm itte d  to  go  o u t 
a f t e r  th a t  h o u r. If  he  is a l r e a d y  o u t, he n e e d  n o t 
r e tu rn  u n til m id n ig h t b u t  h e  is a u to m a tic a lly  fined  
fo r  th e  p riv ile g e . If  h e  r e tu rn s  b e fo re  ten  o ’c lock  
th e  fine is a  p e n n y , b e tw e e n  te n  a n d  e lev en  tw o  
p en ce , b e tw e e n  e lev en  a n d  tw e lv e  six  p en ce . F a i l ­
u re  to  r e tu rn  to  th e  c o lle g e  b y  m id n ig h t is a  m ost 
se r io u s  o ffen se . T w o  su c h  o ffe n se s  m ean  e x p u l­
s io n  fro m  th e  U n iv e rs i ty . H o w e v e r , th e  se c re t is 
th a t  O x f o r d  is su c h  a  d u ll p la c e  a f te r  e leven
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o ’c lo ck  th a t  n o  o n e  w o u ld  c a re  to  b e  o u t o f co lleg e , 
a n d  th e  ru le  w o rk s  n o  h a rd s h ip . M o s t  o f th e  u n ­
d e r g r a d u a te s  k e e p  fa ir ly  r e g u la r  h o u rs , a n d  b y  
e lev en  o ’c lo ck  th e  m a jo r i ty  o f  th em  h a v e  r e t i r e d  
to  b le a k  b e d ro o m s  w h ic h  h a v e  n o t  b e e n  w a rm  
s in ce  th e  d a y s  o f  H e n r y  th e  E ig h th .
T h is  is a  ty p ic a l d a y , a n d  it w ill a p p e a r  th a t  
se r io u s  w o rk  h a s  s c a rc e ly  b e e n  c o n s id e re d . T h a t  
is n o t  th e  fa c t, h o w e v e r . T h e r e  is o p p o r tu n i ty  fo r  
s tu d y  e ith e r  a f te r  b r e a k f a s t  o r  a f te r  te a  o r  a f te r  
d in n e r , a n d  e x c e p t on  r a r e  o c c a s io n s  th e re  w ill b e  
a  c re d ita b le  n u m b e r  o f h o u rs  o f s tu d y  e v e ry  d a y . 
T h e  e ffo rt w ill b e  c a re fu lly  c o n c e a le d . T h e  O x ­
fo rd  u n d e rg ra d u a te  is e s s e n tia lly  a  se r io u s  c re a ­
tu re , b u t  he  o f te n  k e e p s  it d is g u is e d  b e h in d  a  f r iv ­
o lo u s  e x te r io r . W h a te v e r  th e  o p p o r tu n it ie s  fo r  
s tu d y  m a y  b e  d u r in g  th e  te rm , it sh o u ld  b e  rem em ­
b e re d  th a t  th e  te rm s  a re  sh o r t, n o t  e x c e e d in g  e ig h t 
w e e k s , a n d  th a t  th e re  a r e  th re e  te rm s  a  y e a r , a  
to ta l o f tw e n ty - fo u r  w e e k s  in re s id e n c e . N o rm a lly  
th e  v a c a tio n s , six  w e e k s  a t  C h r is tm a s , s ix  w e e k s  
a t  E a s te r ,  a n d  fo u r  m o n th s  in  su m m er, o ffe r c o n ­
s id e ra b le  o p p o r tu n ity  fo r  su ch  s tu d y  a s  h a s  b een  
n e g le c te d  d u r in g  te rm  tim e. V a c a t io n s  m a y  be, 
a n d  o f te n  a re , p e r io d s  o f u n in te r ru p te d  s tu d y , 
w h ile  te rm  tim e a ffo rd s  a  co m b in a tio n  o f s tu d y  
a n d  soc ia l life .
A s  a l r e a d y  s ta te d , a t te n d a n c e  a t  le c tu re s  is e n ­
tire ly  o p tio n a l. N o  re c o rd  o f a t te n d a n c e  is e v e r 
ta k e n  a n d  som e u n d e rg ra d u a te s  n e v e r  a t te n d .
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C e r ta in ly  n o  o n e  a t t e n d s  u n le s s  h e  is c o n v in c e d  
th a t  h e  is o b ta in in g  in fo rm a tio n  m o re  re a d ily  a n d  
m o re  e a s ily  th a n  in a n y  o th e r  w a y . E c o n o m y  of 
e ffo r t is  th e  u lt im a te  c o n s id e ra t io n . T h e  le c tu re s  
a r e  p u re ly  fo rm a l. N o  p re p a ra t io n  o r  p a r tic ip a tio n  
is r e q u ire d  o f th e  s tu d e n t .  T h e  S o c ra tic  m e th o d  
o f in s tru c tio n  is n o t  in  v o g u e . T h e  le c tu re s  a re  
c a re fu l ly  p re p a re d ,  m a n y  tim es  th e y  a re  d e liv e re d  
fro m  m a n u s c r ip t ,  a n d  it is p o ss ib le  in  m o st c a se s  
to  ta k e  v e ry  fu ll n o te s . O f te n  th e y  a r e  th e  f ru it  of 
y e a r s  o f  re s e a rc h . F o r  e x a m p le , W .  S . H o ld s -  
w o r th ’s le c tu re s  o n  L e g a l H is to ry  w e re  so  c o n ­
c ise  a n d  so  a c c u ra te  th a t  th e  e q u iv a le n t in fo rm a ­
tio n  c o u ld  n o t  h a v e  b e e n  o b ta in e d  in a n y  o th e r  
w a y  w ith o u t  a n  e x t r a o r d in a r y  e x p e n d itu re  of 
tim e a n d  e ffo rt. N e e d le s s  to  sa y , h is  le c tu re  hall 
w a s  a lw a y s  c ro w d e d .
T u to r s ,  o f c o u rse , e n d e a v o r  to  g e t th e ir  m en  to  
a t te n d  th e  b e t te r  le c tu re s , a n d  th e  a v e ra g e  s tu d e n t  
p ro b a b ly  a t te n d s  a  to ta l  o f te n  o r  tw e lv e  h o u rs  
p e r  w e e k .
T h e  re la tio n  b e tw e e n  tu to r  a n d  u n d e rg ra d u a te  
is th e  s e c o n d  fe a tu re  o f th e  O x f o r d  m e th o d  of 
e d u c a tio n . T h e  tu to r ia l  p e r io d  c o n s is ts  o f o n e  o r 
m o re  h o u rs  e a c h  w e e k  s p e n t  a t  th e  hom e o f th e  
tu to r  e i th e r  in  th e  c o lle g e  to  w h ic h  h e  b e lo n g s  o r 
a t  h is  re s id e n c e  in th e  to w n . M a n y  tim es tw o  
u n d e r g r a d u a te s  s h a re  th e  sa m e  tu to r ia l  h o u r. T h e  
re la tio n  b e tw e e n  tu to r  a n d  u n d e r g r a d u a te  is q u ite  
in fo rm a l. U s u a l ly  th e y  w ill b e  s e a te d  c o m fo rta b ly
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b e fo re  a  c h e e rfu l g r a te  fire  d u r in g  th e  tu to r ia l  
h o u r, a n d  th e  tu to r  s to b a c c o  ja r  w ill b e  c lo se  to  
h is  e lb o w .
T h e  re la tio n  o f  tu to r  a n d  u n d e r g r a d u a te s  seem s 
to  b e  th e  o n e  fe a tu re  o f O x f o r d  life  w h ic h , m o re  
th a n  a n y  o th e r , h a s  a t t r a c te d  a t te n t io n  in th is  
c o u n try . L ike  a ll o th e r  re la tio n s , its  su c c e ss  d e ­
p e n d s  u p o n  th e  a b ilitie s  o f th e  p a r t ie s  to  a d a p t  
th e m se lv e s  to  it. I t  is n o t  a  p a n a c e a  fo r  a ll e d u c a ­
tio n a l ills a n d  it is su c c e ss fu l o n ly  to  th e  e x te n t  
th a t  it  a t t r a c ts  m en  o f u n u su a l s c h o la s tic  a b ility , 
w h o  p o sse ss  in  a d d it io n  a n  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  a n d  
s y m p a th y  fo r  th e  p ro b le m s  o f s tu d e n ts .
In  th e  m ain  th e  O x f o r d  tu to r s  a re  m en  o f th a t  
ty p e . M y  e x p e r ie n c e  a t  O x f o r d  o f  c o u rse  w a s  
lim ited  to  o n e  tu to r , b u t  I w a s  fa m ilia r  w ith  th e  
re p u ta t io n s  o f m o s t o f th e  o th e rs . In  r a r e  c a se s  
th e y  n e g le c te d  th e ir  m en , a n d  som e w e re  q u ite  
f ra n k ly  in to le ra n t  o f th o se  w h o  s h o w e d  little  
p ro m ise . W h i le  it a p p e a re d  th a t  th e ir  g re a te s t  
in te re s t  a n d  g re a te s t  h e lp fu ln e s s  w e re  re s e rv e d  
fo r th e  b r il l ia n t s tu d e n t ,  n e v e r th e le s s  a n y o n e  w h o  
sh o w e d  a  w illin g n e ss  to  a p p ly  h is a b ili ty  to  th e  
b e s t  a d v a n ta g e  re c e iv e d  fa ith fu l c o o p e ra tio n . In  
a d d it io n  th e y  w e re  th o ro u g h ly  fa m ilia r  w ith  m o st 
o f th e  s tu d e n ts ’ p ro b le m s a n d  o f te n  a n tic ip a te d  
th em . A n d  a lm o s t a lw a y s  th e y  lis te n e d  sy m p a ­
th e tic a lly  to  a n y  in d iv id u a l sc h o la s tic  p ro b lem  a n d  
h e lp e d , if th e y  co u ld , in  its  so lu tio n .
N o tw ith s ta n d in g  th e  u n d o u b te d  m erits  o f th e
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tu to r ia l  sy s te m , it h a s  a lw a y s  se e m e d  to  m e th a t  
th e  m o s t d is t in c tiv e  fe a tu re , a n d  a t  th e  sa m e  tim e 
th e  m o s t d a n g e ro u s  a n d  d e s ira b le  fe a tu re , o f th e  
O x f o r d  m e th o d  o f e d u c a tio n  is th e  a lm o s t u n lim ­
i te d  o p p o r tu n i ty  fo r  in d e p e n d e n t  w o rk  a n d  s tu d y  
g iv en  e a c h  u n d e r g r a d u a te .  O f  c o u rs e  all re a d in g  
is, in  a  se n se , d o n e  u n d e r  th e  g e n e ra l  su p e rv is io n  
o f  th e  tu to r ,  b u t  th a t  su p e rv is io n  is a lw a y s  g e n e ra l 
a n d  o f te n tim e s  v e ry  re m o te . C e r ta in ly  it is n o t  in 
a n y  s e n s e  a  r e s t r a in t  u p o n  th e  w a y  in w h ic h  th e  
u n d e r g r a d u a te  sh a ll s p e n d  h is  tim e.
T o  a n  A m e ric a n  w h o  is a c c u s to m e d  to  d e fin ite  
c la s s  p e r io d s , to  d e fin ite  a s s ig n m e n ts  fro m  d a y  to  
d a y , a n d  so m e tim e s  to  d e fin ite  p e r io d s  fo r  p r e p a r ­
a tio n  o f  c u r r e n t  a s s ig n m e n ts , w ith  n o  th o u g h t  o f 
th e  u ltim a te  g o a l to  b e  a t ta in e d ,  th e  O x f o r d  s y s ­
tem  is c h a o s  in d e e d . O f te n  it ta k e s  him  a t  le a s t 
a  fu ll te rm  to  b eco m e  a c c u s to m e d  to  th is  n e w ­
fo u n d  fre e d o m . T h e n  it s u d d e n ly  d a w n s  u p o n  
h im  th a t  n o  o n e  c a re s  w h e th e r  he  w o rk s  o r  n o t, 
th a t  w h e th e r  h e  s u c c e e d s  o r  fa ils  is h is  o w n  b u s i­
n e s s  a n d  n o  p a r t ic u la r  c o n c e rn  o f  th e  U n iv e rs ity . 
W h e n  th is  re a liz a tio n  h a s  h a d  tim e to  s in k  in , he 
s u d d e n ly  p u ts  h is  h o u se  in o rd e r , m ak es  d e fin ite  
p la n s , a n d  b e g in s  so m e c o n sc ie n tio u s  w o rk .
T h e  m e rit  o f  th e  sy s te m  is th a t  th e re  is su ffic ien t 
su p e rv is io n , th ro u g h  th e  tu to r , so  th a t  no  s tu d e n t  
o f  o rd in a ry  a b ili ty  n e e d  fail fo r  w a n t  of it, w h ile  
th e  a b le  s tu d e n t  m a y  a d a p t  th e  sy s te m  e x a c tly  to  
h is  n e e d s . N o  tim e n e e d  b e  w a s te d  on su b je c ts
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w ith  w h ic h  h e  is fam ilia r , a n d  tim e m a y  b e  a p p o r ­
tio n e d  b e tw e e n  th o s e  s u b je c ts  w h ic h  a re  d ifficu lt 
a n d  th o se  w h ic h  a r e  e a sy . H e  m a y  m o v e  a s  r a p ­
id ly  o r  a s  s lo w ly  a s  h is  n e e d s  re q u ire . T h e r e  is n o  
g e n e ra l a v e ra g e  to  w h ic h  h e  is w e ig h te d  d o w n . 
H e  h a s  it w ith in  h is  c o n tro l to  se e  th a t  e v e ry  h o u r  
o f s tu d y  is p u t to  th e  b e s t  a d v a n ta g e .  A b o v e  a ll, 
n o  o n e  e lse  h a s  th e  p o w e r  to  w a s te  h is tim e.
T h is  c o m p le te  c o n tro l w h ic h  th e  u n d e r g r a d u a te  
h a s  o v e r  h is  tim e h a s  th e  a d d e d  a d v a n ta g e  o f g iv ­
in g  him , if h e  is so  in c lin e d , a m p le  o p p o r tu n i ty  fo r  
se r io u s  th o u g h t. I t  is a n  o f te n  u t te r e d  c o m p la in t 
o f in te ll ig e n t s tu d e n ts  in  th is  c o u n try  th a t  th e y  
a re  so  o c c u p ie d  w ith  ro u tin e  a s s ig n m e n ts  fro m  d a y  
to  d a y  th a t  th e re  is little  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  d o  a n y  
th in k in g  n o t  im m e d ia te ly  r e la te d  to  th e  ta s k  a t  
h a n d . N o  su c h  c o m p la in t c a n  b e  m a d e  a t  O x fo rd .  
T h e r e  is p ra c tic a lly  n o  p re s s u re  fro m  c u r re n t  a s ­
s ig n m e n ts  a n d  th e re  is v e ry  little  o f th e  s tre s s  a n d  
fu ro r  w h ic h  seem s so  m u ch  a  p a r t  o f  o u r  u n iv e r ­
s ity  life. T h e  o p p o r tu n ity  fo r  d isc u ss io n  a n d  re ­
flection  is a lw a y s  a t  h a n d . T h e  o n ly  lim ita tio n  
lies in th e  in n a te  c a p a c ity  o f  th e  u n d e rg ra d u a te  to  
ta k e  a d v a n ta g e  o f th e  o p p o r tu n ity  th u s  a ffo rd e d  
him .
O f  c o u rse  th e re  a r e  g ra v e  d a n g e r s  in  su ch  a  
sy s tem . T h e r e  a re  th o se  w h o , w ith o u t r e s t r a in t  o r  
co erc io n , w ill fa il. B u t i s n 't  it b e t te r  fo r  th em  to  
fail, a n d  k n o w  th e y  h a v e  fa iled , th a n  to  g e t th e ir  
little  le a rn in g  u n d e r  w a tc h  a n d  g u a rd  a n d  im ag in e ,
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a s  th e y  so m e tim e s  d o , th a t  th e y  a r e  e d u c a te d  m en?
In  c o n c lu s io n , it s h o u ld  b e  p o in te d  o u t th a t  in 
th e  o p in io n  o f  th o s e  w h o  h a v e  s tu d ie d  th e re , O x ­
fo rd  is b o th  a  p le a s a n t  a n d  a  p ro f ita b le  p la c e  to  
s tu d y . M y  r e a d e r s  m u s t r e a d i ly  a d m it th e  ch a rm  
o f O x f o r d ,  a n d  w ill u n d e r s ta n d ,  I h o p e , h o w  th e  
re c o lle c tio n s  o f th is  “la s t  e n c h a n tm e n t o f th e  M id ­
d le  A g e s ” l in g e r  on  in th e  m em o rie s  o f th o se  
w h o m  sh e  h a s  o n c e  g a th e re d  w ith in  h e r fo ld .
V ir g il  M . H a n c h e r
